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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

My first Def Leppard AU. The inspiration originally came from "Welcome Home (Sanitarium)," a Metallica song 
performed on cellos by the Finnish band, Apocalytpica, on their record Plays Metallica by Four Cellos (cheers, 
Hank!]. H's amazing how haunting a cello can make things sound. It made me think of dark, ancient woods bathed 


in blue light, frosted and still. So this is what resulted 


Not a great deal of research was required [and most of the research conducted was about Medieval medicine], 
but what there was comes mainly from the following three sources: Life in a Medieval City by Joseph and 
Frances Gies (HarperPerennial ed, originally published in 1169), from Alfred to Henry M: 87-1272 by Christopher 
Brooke (W. W. Norton € Co, 1961), and Everyman's History of the Prayer Book by Percy Dearmer (online, Internet, 
originally published in 1912). 


Cheers to Mad Andy for the beta and all the fish. 


1289, Tetenhall, England 


Frost lay over the ground, snaking its way up gnarled tree branches where it shivered and winked between 
leaves and bare limbs, catching and reflecting the moonlight. A supernatural hush hung over the forest, deep 
and primordial, unbroken even by the laboured breathing of the four men making their way up toward a small 
clearing. Their breaths were clouds of smoke around their faces, cheeks pinched with cold. The sun would not 
be out for hours yet, and the air chilled their bones. A thin, ghostly mist threaded its way across twisted 
roots, curling around their feet and reaching out smoky fingers toward the hems of their cloaks. One of the 
men stomped his feet, blowing at his hands and drawing a crude fur coat tighter around him. He stopped in his 
tracks as the others straggled forward. 


"Cannot this wait until dawn..2" he pleaded. 


His companions never stopped. He had no choice but to push forward. Burrowing deeper into his coat, he 
hastened to catch up. He looked around him as he walked, thankful that it was so early. The forest was 
deserted. Frost covered leaves and bare branches and gnarled tree trunks, lichen and ferns and mushrooms, 
wildflowers, and the occasional animal scurrying beneath a soggy blanket of decomposing leaves and vegetation 
was all the company they had. No trappers, no hunters, no wood gatherers, no women and children scavenging 
for food. Everybody was still warm in their beds, waiting for the first light of dawn and the first peal of the 


parish chapel's bell. No one would see them. No one would see what they were carrying. 


At the head of the small procession, two men carried a third between them. Hands locked beneath his armpits, 
one arm hooked around his ankles. He was dead, wrapped in tattered cloth, his head bobbing with every step 
they took. They averted their eyes. It was too much to take in. Every now and then, someone would steal a 
look, turning away in guilt and fear and sadness. Only one remained impassive. He walked behind the first two 
men, looking at the ground. He held a shovel in each hand, a third and fourth strapped to his back. His mouth 
was set in a straight line of resolve, but his eyes were distant, muted to empty houses where no soul 


remained. 

At the centre of the clearing, the men carrying the body stopped. 

"This is a good place, Philip," said one of them, a young man with short curls and the shadowy traces of an 
incoming beard. He tapped the floor, grinding his foot into the earth. It gave way easily, soft and muddy. "We 
will be able to dig here." He lowered his end of the body, the feet, gently to the ground. His partner followed 


his lead, cradling the head as he placed it over a blanket of leaves and moss. 


Philip jammed the two shovels he held into the ground, then strapped off the two on his back He tossed one at 


the man coming up behind him. Startled, the man fumbled for it, missing. 
"You bloody bastard, Philip,” he spat. "Why do you have to make this so difficult for everybody?" 


"He made it difficult for us, Joseph," Philip replied, positioning a shovel before him, one leg over the head, 
pushing into the earth. "That thrice accursed father of his. A pox on him, and on his soul." 


He ripped out a clump of dirt, tossing it aside in anger. Over and over, he stabbed at the ground, earth giving 
way. The pungent, thick smell of decay and growth hit their nostrils. Without needing to be told, the others 


picked up shovels as well. 


Joseph went first, for all his grumbling. Thick black curls bobbed about his face as he worked, lips set into a 
grim line. He kept his eyes averted from Philip. Merely ripped out dirt, tossed it aside, ripped out more. He let 
himself fall into a rhythm. Just dig. No room to think about why they were digging. 


Beside him, he could make out the small shape of the youngest in their group. Richard. The unlucky bastard 
had lost his left arm. Five winters ago. Driving their wagon, he had miscalculated a turn The horses had 
bucked, tilting the wagon violently to the left before it toppled over with the deep crunch of broken wheels and 
the snap of wood. Inside, Joseph and the others were slammed into the wall and into each other, crashing into 
lutes and harps and tambourines and the other tools of their trade. A gaggle of cursing and bruised and 
scrambling minstrels. Joseph shook his head, pushing aside a mandolin, just in time to hear Richard scream. A 
queer sort of scream, it wasn't fear. It was a guttural, piercing howl that seemed to go on forever. When 
Joseph scrambled out, he found Richard sprawled on his back on the floor, trapped beneath the wagon, his 
eyes screwed shut, a high pitched whimper escaping through gritted teeth. The broken spoke of a wheel had 
pierced right through his left arm, the force ripping flesh and muscle and shattering the bone. Strings of 
muscle, taut and gleaming, were the only thing holding it together, the ground stained with blood. It seeped into 
Richard's hair and had splattered over his face. Gore clung to a few curls, dripping down into his neck. His face 
was blanched, already doing a mummery of death. He wouldn't stop whimpering, the sound growing to an 


inhuman pitch. 
Joseph took one look and retched, his vomit mingling with tears of horror and pity. 


The arm had to be amputated. They had carried Richard to a local folk healer, the first one they had come 
across, frantic and smeared with Richard's blood. The man, in his forties and covered in tough, leathery skin, 
had instructed Joseph to clamp the boy's mouth over a stick, then, taking a heated knife, had sliced through 
the remaining tendons and muscle. Joseph turned his face away as Richard screamed, the sound muffled by 
the stick in his mouth, his entire body lurching and convulsing over the healer's kitchen table. The healer 
seemed impervious, working quietly and dispassionately. These were outsiders. Minstrels. He cleaned and dressed 


the wound, packing medicinal herbs into the bandage. It was soaked in blood within seconds. 


"He will die soon enough," he had muttered. "I do not know why you bothered. He has lost too much blood. | 


would contact his family and arrange to have him receive the final rites.” 


But Richard had not died. A miracle, some called it. Blessed be Saint Jude, God had seen fit to spare that child. 
Witchcraft, others said. One could never trust these minstrels. Music was meant to worship God, not to sing 


about women and drinking and fighting for no Godly reason 
God or the Devil, Joseph was just glad he still had his friend beside him. 
"Can you manage it, Richard?" Joseph called out. 


Richard gave him a grim smile and wedged the handle of the shovel under his armpit, like a crutch. Slowly, 
with faltering, jerky movements, he finally managed to dislodge a few clumps of earth. Pitiful. He gritted his 
teeth and sighed in frustration. "| want to help," he said. "I am not just going to stand around while the rest of 
you bury him." 


"You can shovel aside the loose dirt," said the third man. He jammed his own shovel into the ground, reaching 
back to re-tie the mess of long curls tumbling down his back. Also a Richard, he was known by his family 
name, Savage. Joseph had tried to call him Big Richard one time, and the younger of the two Wee Richard. An 
involuntary swim in icy cold water had soon changed his mind. Savage he had remained. He smoothed back a 
few loose strands. "The dirt is becoming a hindrance by this point. It would help us greatly if you could move it 
aside. You will find it is easier than digging through frosted ground." 


Work resumed in silence. Shovels broke into the earth, dirt was tossed aside. Laboured breathing soon rose into 
the air. Smoke billowed above their faces as their breathing became hot and shallow. Their heavy pelts and 
cloaks were tossed aside, sleeves rolled back. Just as back muscles were beginning to groan in protest, Philip 
straightened, tossing aside his shovel. 


"This is deep enough," he said. 


Savage followed Philip as he bent beside the dead body. Philip placed one hand over its head, stroking it gently. 
He was deep in thought, his eyes turned inward, unreadable. Savage saw his fingers toy with the edge of the 
cloth, and he understood at least one of Philip's thoughts. The temptation was strong to uncover the face, to 
take one last look. He felt it himself. A whisper in the back of his mind, a heaviness in his heart. His hand 
curled over Philip's, stopping the motion of pulling back the cloth. 


"Do not," he said. "It will only bring you more grief. It has been days, Philip. This body is no longer Stephen" He 
searched Philip's face for a hint of understanding. Philip seemed to struggle with himself, then nodded. 


Savage turned his head toward the others. They leaned on their shovels, waiting for him. He swallowed. 
Everything about this made him uneasy. A forest clearing was not hallowed ground. Stephen should have been 
buried in a church graveyard, where his body would lie with others, waiting for Judgement Day. Waiting for his 


soul to return. He fingered a silver cross hung around his neck, battling with himself. 


Earlier, he had argued with Philip. 


"We cannot do this," he had hissed, grasping Philip's shoulder. "His father has requested the body for burial." 


Philip wrenched his shoulder free of Savage's grip. He spat, his face contorting with barely suppressed anger. 
"His father has told everyone Stephen is a suicide. He knows how they found him, with a woman, dead in her 
bed" He had to stop then, struggling to keep his voice steady. His nose and cheeks were red, unshed tears 
clinging to bloodshot eyes, lips trembling over gritted teeth. He drew a rattling breath and looked fixedly at 
Savage. "They would have buried him at a crossroads. Chopped off his head, left him for Satan. | was not going 
to let them do that." 


"So what will you accomplish now? You will bury him out in the woods, in unhallowed ground. His soul is in as 


much peril out there." 


"His soul is already gone," Philip said. "God has already seen fit to do with it what He will. God knows, does he 
not?" Urgency crept into Philip's voice. He grasped Savage's hand, wringing it painfully, bones biting into his 
flesh. "He knows, right? God knows it is not a suicide?" 


"It is not our place," Savage began. Philip grasped his shoulders and shook him. Savage's silver cross swung on 


its chain. 


"Do not play act the priest on me, Savage," he growled. "You are not some saint. You whore and drink and 
curse as much as the rest of us. Why is it suddenly so important what the church says? You have never 
given a rat's arse for what the church says, and now you are starting to resemble some frightened parish 
priest. God knows God knows it is not a suicide. It is us, his creation, who condemn and defile. Christ's wounds, 


Savage. They would have chopped off his head. They would have chopped off his head." 


Now, in the clearing, Philip stood apart from the others, pulling on his cloak, waiting for Savage to get up and 
tell them what to do next. Savage fingered his cross, tired and sad. He stood, taking a deep breath. 


His voice was dull and defeated as he spoke, the memories of Philip's anger and despair still fresh in his mind. 
"All we need do is place his body within the grave. Cover it. Speak God's words over it. Mark it, so that it will 


not be desecrated" 


Richard pulled a small pouch from where he had tied it around his belt. He held it out. "What about these? He 
gave them to me before he left for that inn, the night he.." He swallowed. "It was the last thing he ever gave 
me. They are the scallop shells he gathered at Santiago de Compostela. Remember? He hired us out to a 
pilgrimage to Compostela." His voice trailed away, his hand wrapping tightly around the small pouch. His words 
sounded useless and childish to his ears. "Maybe, if he was buried with them... 


"That is nothing but superstition, Richard," Philip said sternly. "Tales old people like to tell." 
Richard frowned, his lip curling. "Get off it. Suddenly you are the big heretic? Well so am I! Maybe there is 


something to those superstitions. Maybe there are forces at work that we cannot understand. What in God's 


name kept me alive? | was not praying to God! | was in total darkness and he was not there at alll | felt nothing 


But pilgrims witness miracles and get cured and find something, whatever it is, that moves them and makes 
them speak in tongues. So maybe gods do care about bloody scallop shells!" He hurled the pouch on the ground. 
It burst open, scattering shells at Philip's feet. Five. One for each of them. Richard brought his foot down over 
them, crushing them, one by one. He heard Joseph let out a strangled cry. Heavy arms wrapped around him, 
but he wrenched free with a snarl, pushing Joseph back, his hand connecting with Joseph's chest before the 
man stumbled backwards, surprised and winded. Richard crushed the last shell, grinding it deep into the ground. 


"There," he spat at Philip. "The shells are gone! And you can bloody well bury him on your own. But he didn't 
belong to you, you bastard! | loved him too!" His voice broke, and he cursed. Turning, he pushed his way into 
the forest, slapping aside ferns and low branches, ripping out whatever got in his way. 


Joseph shot Philip a reproachful look, then turned to follow Richard. 


"What are you doing, Philip?" Savage said. Philip was glowering in the direction Richard had gore, his hands 
balled into fists. Veins stood out along his neck. Savage approached him carefully. He battled to keep his voice 
even, reasonable. "You are making this harder than it has to be. You are not making it any easier for us, and 
you are not making it easy for yourself. We are burying Stephen together, and you are making us feel like the 
enemy. We are not Stephen's father.” 


Those words seemed to shake Philip. He started, as if coming to himself. Life and understanding returned to his 
eyes. When he looked at Savage, it was no longer with the rage and despair of the last few days. Instead, he 
looked tired and ashamed. Beaten. There was pain in his eyes. Disbelief. He shuddered, the motion rattling his 
teeth as he gulped for air. He clutched his head, eyes darting left to right as his breathing grew shallow and 
rapid. 


"They were going to cut off his head, Savage," he sobbed. "I couldn't let them... | couldn't..." 


Savage could feel his heart beating, crushed by his lungs and his ribs. A useless, heavy thing. He found he had 
no tears to shed. He could only move forward and wrap his arms around Philip. Philip seemed to crumple at his 
touch, his knees giving way. His head knocked into Savage's chin, and he saw stars, scrambling to keep Philip's 
weight from pulling him down He kneeled down, Philip clinging to him. He was crying, his eyes bloodshot, his face 
red and contorted as he drew rasping breaths, sobbing. Savage's heart constricted. He placed a hand over 


Philip's head and held him close. 


Philip clung to Savage. Savage would save him. 


* %* * 


Joseph returned to find Savage and Philip asleep under a tree. Philip's head rested on Savage's shoulder. There 
was a small crease between his eyebrows, but he looked peaceful. Joseph could remember the last time he 


had seen him look that peaceful; the day before Stephen had died. Minutes before Stephen had pocketed his 


share of that day's profits and had shaken Philip awake from an ale dream. 


"Want to come with? I'm headed to the Leaping Maiden Inn. | hear the food is for shite, but the service is good. 


Come?" 


Philip shook his head. "Ah, no. Nah. You go ahead this time without me. You deserve to have all the good 
service to yourself at least once in your life." He grinned, mind still swimming from the alcohol, as Stephen 
flashed him a very rude hand gesture. "No, really. I'm knackered out. I'll stay in the wagon and catch some real 


rest.” 


Stephen ran his hand through Philip's hair. Long fingers darted in and out of short, spiky blond strands, setting 
them on end before smoothing them out. "You will be by the southern gate, aye?" 


"That | will. | think I'm the only one passing out on company. Savage met a nice girl. At least, | think it was a 
girl. Maybe it was a mummer. Well, Joseph here has met a nice girl" He gestured with his head at the freckled 
laundress Joseph had invited for a quick drink after work She smiled at Stephen, raising her tankard of ale. 
"And... well, I'm not sure where Richard is, really. But | feel certain he's with someone nice too. So you are all 


settled into your evenings and | merely wish to sleep.” 


He reached up and tugged on Stephen's long, ash blond hair. "You look like a lord. You've the name of a lord too. 
You'll have ‘em lining up all the way into the next town." He smiled, drowsy, and let his head fall into his folded 


arms. 


Joseph had laughed and wished Stephen happy hunting and, if he could, he would go back in time to that night 
and beg himself to keep Stephen company. Go with him. Don't leave him alone. He is going to run into a friend 
of his father's. He is going to drink too much. Richard is going to walk into the room you rented at this very 


inn, and he will look pale and shaken and he will say, 
"Joseph...2" 


He started awake, propping himself up on one elbow. The laundress's arm was around his belly, her breath 
against his lower back as she burrowed deeper into him as he shifted. Richard was a silhouette by the door, 
wearing nothing but a night slip and a wool cloak. He looked all wrong. Stiff. He walked into the room slowly, 
stumbling on the rug and reaching out for a chair to steady himself. 


"Joseph," he said again. "Where is Philip..2" 


Joseph thought he understood. He breathed a sigh of relief. Bless the kid. Twenty six winters on God's earth, 


and he still worried so much about them. He smiled, snuggling back down against the laundress's breasts. 


"Set your mind at ease, Richard. He decided to sleep in the wagon. He's out by the southern gate, missing out 
on everything. You had already gone when he.. he.." Here, he yawned, stretching his arms out above his head. 


"He left. Stephen went to the Maiden Inn. Sommat like that." 


"Joseph..." 


It was really beginning to annoy him, the way Richard kept saying his name. He scrambled up on the bed, 
kissing the laundress's head in apology as she rolled out of the way. "Look," he said. "Spit it out. | would like to 
get back to sleep. We've a long way to go before we reach Warwick, and | drew driving duty." 


"Stephen is dead." 
It was an unreal statement. 


The unreality of that statement kept him suspended above most of what happened next. Climbing out of bed. 
Listening to the laundress begin to pray silently in Latin. She didn't know Stephen at all. Why was she praying? 
She was praying for him too. Richard was guiding him outside, placing a cloak over his shoulders. A blond 
woman stood by the stables, weeping quietly as she swayed gently on her feet. She had seen him. She had 
found him. Had woken up next to him. Please, my lord, wake up..? My lord? Joseph heard her as if through a 
tunnel, far away and under water. Richard took his hand, splashed him across puddles of mud and vomit and 
refuse, slogged over the deep imprints of thousands of hooves, stepping over piles of dung. Joseph could see 
every grain of mud, lumpy, with bubbles along the surface and moonlight reflected off a film of water. 


"In here," Richard said. "I was in the room down the hall. | had no idea Stephen was here... | heard the girl 
scream and thought maybe | could help and." His eyes were not quite focused. He walked in a daze, talking all 


the while as he lead Joseph to the bed. 


Stephen. God have mercy. On his stomach, blond hair a curtain over his face. His mouth looked odd. Slightly 
twisted. As if he'd gasped or tried to smile or say something. Joseph took one look and felt violently sick. He 
heard a woman screech out, Oh, for Christ's wounds, not on the carpet, and it was so unreal. The carpet. It 
was beaten straw rushes. Vomit splashed down onto it, sinking into the hundreds of fibres, split and trampled 


brown He was sick a second time, felt a hand rubbing small circles into his back 

"Opium and dry mandrake in hot water. Soak a sponge in the mixture and bring it here." 

It was Richard's voice. Why was he suddenly so calm? What was he saying? Oh God, they had to find Philip. 
They had to tell Philip. He heard footsteps, and Richard was moving behind him. He heard water splash down 


into the straw rushes. Something was pressed below his nose. A strange smell. An odd, lightweight sensation 


stealing into his subconscious. 
"Richard..2" 
"It is all right, Joseph. You will be all right. | will find Philip." 


Joseph shook his head, and he was back in the clearing, burying Stephen. Richard stood beside him, looking at 
Philip and Savage thoughtfully as they slept. Joseph had found him throwing rocks at a tree, a dry trail of 


tears on his cheeks. 


"You know," Richard had said. "Tears do not seem to flow when | am alone. Not for very long, anyway. Pain 


must be something made greater when you share it" 
He sat down next to Richard, drawing his knees up. "Feeling better, then?" 


Richard nodded, lobbing another rock at a sapling. "I think." he began. "I think | had not allowed myself to admit 
Stephen was dead until now. | mean, really admit it. Beyond thinking it is strange that all of this is happening. 
When | held out that pouch | just.. | just knew. Stephen was never coming back for it. He had given it to me 
because he kept losing things at inns and pubs, and he wanted it to be safe and | guess he figured | never lose 
things." He blinked several times, then ran his hand under his eyes. 


Joseph placed a hand on his shoulder. "It is all right to cry." 
"| already did. | do not want to anymore. Not now. We have to go back." 


He stood He seemed lost in thought for a while, gazing at Joseph with eyes that always seemed much older 
than the boyish face they belonged to. At length, he held out his hand to Joseph. 


"Let us bury Stephen," he said 


* eK 


"Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis" 
Philip felt the words beating alongside his heart. Savage spoke them plainly, his voice hushed. 


The grave lay in the centre of the clearing, crude and not much more than beaten dirt. They'd fashioned a 
cross out of the handles of the shovels, buried it deep into the ground so it wouldn't fall over. They stood in 
silence around it. Joseph's eyes were closed, his head tilted back, mouthing the verses Savage was quoting, 
praying. Savage fingered his cross, rubbing the end and twirling it between thumb and index finger. Richard 
stood with his arm crossed over his stomach, not praying, keeping his own thoughts to himself about God and 
gods and afterlives and graves in the forest. Ancient forces. Old whispers that clung to the frost in the air 
and the trees and their hair. 


The blue-grey light of pre-dawn was beginning to stretch out across the land, muting the stars and keeping 
the ancient soul of the forest at bay. 


Philip hung his head. He didn't know whom he could pray to, what he could pray for. That Stephen be happy. 


That Stephen be free from suffering. He had no way of knowing. He was just a grave now. A memory in the 


back of his head. 
He was not back at the wagon. He was not waiting at Warwick. 


They made their way back to the wagon in silence, shoes muffled by the hush of their surroundings. They 
drew their furs and cloaks closer about them, shivering. Joseph's thoughts turned to a warm hearth. No 
company. Just a good fire and some beer. He really needed a drink. He looked across at Savage. He was re-tying 
his hair, gazing at the ground. Miles away. Richard trudged on ahead, his figure strangely lopsided without his 
left arm. His hand would rise every now and then to brush against some leaf or plant. When he passed Philip's 
side, his hand brushed against Philip's. Their fingers hovered against each other for a while, then linked. Their 
hands tightened, once. Philip seemed to smile, a slow, sad smile Joseph couldn't be sure of. 


As they made their way forward, the forest seemed to be closing in on itself. It swallowed the darkness and 
pushed them into the first light of dawn. In the distance, they heard the plaintive call of the first matins. The 
bells rang out slowly, with infinite patience. Brass and silver voices, the faint prayers of the monks and priests 
and nuns and bishops and altar boys rising in chant. They also kept the darkness at bay. The sound caught in 
their throats. 


Behind them, darkness was swallowing Stephen. 


